a few minor island possessions; French Somaliland; and an embattled Algeria whose future relationship with France is doubtful, to say the least, despite the fact that for generations it has been organized into departements and thus in theory integrated with metropolitan France. To this list, it is true, there might be added the tenuous relationship which still remains between France and the now-independent states of the Franco-African Community, but the strength of this bond has yet to be proven.
The Seemingly the gamble paid off. Of the thirteen sub-Saharan colonies, only Guinea chose to vote "no". With ill-concealed displeasure, the French government gave Guinea its independence, while the other territories proceeded to organize themselves in their new status as internally-autonomous republics within the Community. Significantly, while the Constitution of the Fifth Republic offered the colonies the alternative of becoming overseas departements, not one of the new states chose this assimilationist path. It was even more significant that hardly a year passed before some of the autonomous republics of French Africa began to take a second look at the other constitutional option, complete independence. By 1960, all had decided to take the plunge.
Doubtless the cultural influence of France will remain a factor in the future development of these independent nations, but it seems clear that the policy of assimilation had failed to produce the expected results.
What went wrong? Assuredly, in the collapse of colonialism a variety of factors have been at work, many of which were quite independent of the particular policies which happened to be followed by the imperial powers. But some light may be thrown on the failure of assimilation by an examination of its place in the development of French colonial theory.
To begin with the obvious question, what does the term "assimilation" mean? While virtually all writings on modern French colonial policy use the word, confusion abounds as to its meaning. Some writers present it as the dominant and continuing characteristic of French colonial policy throughout the entire era of imperialism, as the distinctive manifestation of the French genius. Others hold that it was abandoned early in the 20th century, and replaced by a quite different policy of "association". It is easy to show that this latter term first appeared in the literature of French colonialism as a proposed alternative to "assimilation", but it is equally true that the two words did not long remain differentiated.
Some counterpose "assimilation" to "autonomy", these two terms suggesting goals supposedly characteristic of French and British colonial policy respectively -incorporation within the body politic of the mother country, on the one hand, and colonial self-government, on the other. Yet French critics of "assimilation" based their attack on the folly of extending European democratic institutions to the "inferior races" comprising the populations of the colonies and argued that the British did not engage in such irresponsible foolishness.
Some advocates of "assimilation" have given the term a purely legalistic constitutional meaning, with colonial representation in the metropolitan parliament as its most important manifestation. Others have used it in the much broader sense of making over non-European peoples in the "civilized" image of Europeans. Some have suggested that its true significance lies in the French acceptance of racial equality, as contrasted with the "colour bar" drawn by the British. Others have employed it in a narrowly administrative sense to refer to a highly-centralized direct rule in the colonies; yet the supposedly assimilation-minded French employed the protectorate technique in many of their colonies. Also in an administrative context, assimilation has been considered to mean applying a uniform set of rules in all colonies without taking into account differences in size, distance from France, social organization, religious patterns, economic development, etc.
Culturally, assimilation might mean the propagation of the French language among non-European peoples; but have not the English done the same with their own tongue? Finally, to complete the confusion, one finds the odd phrase "tariff assimilation" used to describe French customs policy towards the Empire.4
This melange cannot be blamed solely on the failure of scholars to define their terms, however much one might feel that it should be a part of their responsibility. At the height of the debate over assimilation as a colonial policy, a delegate to the Congres Colonial National of 1889-90 complained that "among the partisans of assimilation there are not two who agree on the meaning of that expression". A decade later, virtually the same thought was expressed by a participant in the Congres International de Sociologie Coloniale of 1900 who observed that "there are so many meanings given to 'assimilation' that it has become one of the most dangerous words of our colonial vocabulary".5
In 1895 Arthur Girault published his Principes de Colonisation et de Legislation Coloniale in which, with a true Gallic passion for order, he gave a systematic presentation to the ideas of assimilation as he understood them. His definition, while no more "correct" than any other, provides a useful point of departure for our discussion. Furthermore, his work, written as a text for law students, was reissued in edition after edition, revised and expanded but always retaining the same organization in its discussion of general theoretical principles. Its influence in the training of French officialdom must have been substantial indeed.6
His presentation rests on an abstract schematization involving three possible alternative colonial policies: subjection, autonomy, and assimilation. Each, he cautions, is an "abstract type" and none "have ever been realized in their entirety anywhere." Nevertheless, he leaves the reader in no doubt as to his own preference for assimilation, so long as its application is both "moderate" and "eclectic". Its ideal he considers "the constantly more intimate union between the colonial territory and the metropolitan territory". Colonies "are considered as a simple prolongation of the soil of the mother country", merely as "departements more distant than the rest". The goal is "the progressive subjection to the same rules of the different parts of the territory" and "the progressive creation of veritable French departements".
To Girault, "the principal result and visible sign of assimilation" is the representation of the colony in the legislature of the mother country. Other practical measures include the following: "A single body of legislation governs all parts of the territory without distinction", and all new laws in the mother country apply automatically in all the colonies unless specific exception is made. The administrative procedures and sub-divisions that exist in the metropolis are duplicated exactly in the colonies. The very existence of a colonial ministry may be opposed, since all the various aspects of colonial administration would properly fall under one or another of the home ministries: interior, justice, education, etc. No distinct colonial military forces exist, and colonists are subject to military obligations identical with those of citizens at home. Similarly, taxes, tariffs, and financial administration will be identical, as will the extent of civil liberties, reflecting the regime in power in the mother country. Significantly, he comments that "the assimilation of the natives is a possible consequence, but not at all the only possible one, of the principle of assimilation of colonies":
If it is hoped to be able to inculcate them with our ideas and our customs, then one works zealously to make them into Frenchmen: they are educated, they are granted the right of suffrage, they are dressed in the European mode, our laws are substituted for their customs, and in a word, native assimilation is pursued. But if one despairs of arriving at this result, if they show themselves refractory toward our civilization, then, to prevent them from injecting a discordant note in the midst of the general uniformity, they are exterminated or pushed back.7
As a participant in the discussions at the colonial congress of 1900, he insisted that "assimilation of the natives" and "political and administrative assimilation" must be recognized as "two distinct ideas".8 In the third edition of this text, he commented that assimilation "has often been asked for opposite reasons, and with a view to entirely different results".
There are those who, when speaking of assimilation, are thinking primarily of the natives, and who imagine that it is the policy to be followed towards them which is in question, when in reality it is an entirely different matter. The assimilation of the colonies is so little that of the natives that in Algeria, the pushing back of the latter is precisely what is asked by the colonists who would assimilate that country completely with France.9
Obviously, Girault's interpretation was not shared by all partisans of assimilation, but it is important to be aware of it as we seek to trace the development of the concept. Louis XIV declared that all Frenchmen who had left the home country to settle in a colony continued to be considered ... as if they were 'residing in this kingdom';-and that even the 'savages converted to the Christian faith on making profession would be supposed and deemed to be naturels francais, eligible to all offices, honors, inheritances and donations' ". CCI 1889, p. 139. Less graciously, another supporter of assimilation noted that under the Old Regime the colonies shared with the mother country "the privileges of the nobility and the clergy, feudal rights, the communal oven and mill, lettres de cachet, and that whole body of iniquitous and superannuated institutions which had become so odious to 18th century Frenchmen". Girault The indigenous population is at least 2,500,000. What should be done with these 2,500,000 individuals? Three possibilities exist: to push the natives back beyond the Atlas Mountains, even into the Sahara; to fuse them with the European population by imposing on them, forcibly or by propaganda, our customs, our laws, and perhaps even our religion; or to respect all their customs, make their property inviolable, and remove the Europeans from frequent contact with them. These three systems may be defined in three words: refoulement, fusion, abstention.
He found elements of each approach in past policy, but complained that after fifty years of French power no clear choice had yet been made. Such a decision, he felt, was urgently required, but what should it be? The first path he considered "unjust" and therefore unthinkable. The third, "complete respect for the customs, traditions, and manners" of the Arab population, "would, if it were applied with logic, require that our army and our colonists should quit Algeria". Obviously, this too was not to be considered. Daily, people speak of "Frenchifying" the Arabs of Algeria, the yellow peoples of Indo-China, the Negroes of Martinique, of giving to all these colonies the institutions, the laws, and an organization identical to that of our French departements.22
For such ideas he had nothing but scorn. His discourse was studded with such phrases as "inferior races", "savages", "half-civilized peoples", "barbarians". He satirized the French "taste for uniformity": "Our institutions of the moment seem to us always as the best, and our temperament, which tomorrow will lead us to overturn them entirely, today impels us to impose them on everybody."
These theoretical views have led us and are leading us more and more to organize our colonies as French departements. It matters little what their population may be: Negroes, savages, Arabs, yellow peoples, should benefit from the Declaration of the Rights of Man and that which we are pleased to call our great principles. All have universal suffrage, municipal councils, arrondissement councils, general councils, tribunals of all degrees, deputies and senators to represent them in our assemblies. Negroes, scarcely emancipated, whose cerebral development corresponds hardly to that of our Stone Age ancestors, have jumped into all the complexities of our formidable modern administrative machines.
In passing, we should note that this was a considerable exaggeration with respect to the existing state of affairs on universal suffrage and parliamentary representation; yet undeniably it was true for parts of the empire. He was particularly exercised by attempts to extend French education to the colonial territories. He denied any enmity for education as such, but argued that "the kind of instruction applicable to civilized men is not at all applicable to half-civili7ed man". For the latter, very simple ideas, including the elements of arithmetic and some applications of science to agriculture, industry, or manual trades, will be much more useful than the study of the genealogy of the kings of France or the causes of the Hundred Years' War.23
The British experience with European-style education in India provided him with a dramatic example of the pitfalls awaiting France. It had done no more, he claimed, "than unbalance the Hindus and take away from them their aptitude for reasoning, not to speak of a frightful lowering of morality".
There is hardly an English administrator in India who is not firmly convinced that, out of a hundred Hindus educated in English schools, there are a hundred who are irreconcilable enemies of British power, while among a hundred natives educated in Hindu schools, there are very few hostile to that power. ... The war-cry of the educated Hindus instructed by the English is "India for the Hindus!" ... What prevents this new class of literates from being dangerous is its small size; but it grows every day, and it is the most serious danger menacing the future of British power in India.
The same danger lay ahead of France:
All the educated Arabs whom I have been able to consult have affirmed that the sole result of our education has been to deprave their compatriots, to give them factitious needs without giving them the means to satisfy them, and finally, to render them miserable. Our education shows them the distance which we put between them and ourselves. Every page of our histories shows them that nothing is more humiliating for a people than to tolerate without revolt a foreign domination. If European instruction becomes general in our Mediterranean colony, the unanimous cry of the natives will be Algeria for the Arabs!, just as India for the Hindus! is the password of all the natives of India who have received an English education.24
The discussion of the report was heated. As a native of the Antilles, Senator Isaac expressed his embarrassment at attempting a reply: "Perhaps I myself am included among those natives who should not be given a European education." I cannot understand how, a hundred years after the Revolution, when if I am not mistaken it is a question of restoring to light the truths affirmed in that great epoch, it can be held that education is a bad thing; that between a colonizing people and the inhabitants of the colonial country there should be only a relationship of domination; that the customs, the language, the knowledge of the European nations are a reserved patrimony which the natives should not be permitted to touch; that, finally, in the external territories of which these nations have taken possession, there should be only subjects, never citizens.
It reminded him, he said, of the days of the monarchy when the kings instructed colonial governors not to develop the spirit of the colonists too much, "because in giving the colonists a certain degree of culture they would be diverted from labors profitable to the metropolis". At that time, he continued, "there were also men in Europe who were crushed under the weight of a society based on restrictions of precisely the same nature. Were the Rights of Man proclaimed for them alone?"25 How better could one make friends of a colonial people "than by establishing between them and the colonizers a community of language and interests"? Otherwise, if the native population "possesses a civilization to which you wish to confine them, that civilization will become more and more hostile to your own". And if, on the contrary, they have no civilization, "you may be blamed for having wanted to perpetuate their inferiority".
To say that it is necessary to keep people ignorant in countries under European domination, because instruction brought by the dominant people will make the natives wicked, or enemies, is to make that charge against European civilization itself.
If that doctrine should prevail, it would be necessary to suppress all that has been done up to the present, and to turn boldly toward the past. Others conceded some points to Le Bon's argument, but the general tenor of the discussion was critical of his viewpoint. Dr. Poitou-Duplessy, retired chief physician of the navy, recognized that "just as the stomach requires food appropriate to its age and kind, so the brain requires nourishment suitable to the degree of development which it has attained". The brain of orientals, he agreed, was not yet capable "of partaking of our intellectual nourishment without cerebral indigestion". Nevertheless, he would not accept the view that assimilation was impossible, if approached slowly and carefully, as a parent teaches a child. Furthermore, even in an inferior race, "some men's brains are equal to the average among ourselves", and are thus capable of European education. "To refuse it to them would seem to me difficult and unjust." 28 When Le Bon cited a recent anthropological study as proof that the impossibility of civilizing Negroes was "well settled", that to attempt it was "pure aberration", Admiral Vallon, former governor of Senegal, replied that "the blacks lacked neither intelligence nor natural gifts, and in that respect they sometimes put us in the shade". He considered that educating the natives was not only France's moral obligation but was in the interest of France as well. "We are in the same situation with respect to these colored peoples as we are with respect to our peasants. We owe education to the former as to the latter." "It is true", he added sarcastically, "that some persons think that in sending our peasants to school, we are making them enemies of society."29 26 Ibid., p. 85. 27 Ibid., p. 91. He based his argument on an extensive examination of the history of French colonial administration, designed to show that assimilation was the policy truly characteristic of republican France, and even, to some degree, of France before the Revolution. Referring to assimilative practices of Spain and Portugal, he found it "interesting to note that the nations of the Latin race all have this tendency to bring their colonies into the national unity, as if they had inherited the assimilative genius of Rome". He found the "essential condition and characteristic sign" of assimilation "in the existence of colonial representation in the legislative assemblies of the metropolis".32 "What is a colony?", he asked. "Is it a simple field of exploitation? an instrument of work composed of the territory and of those who inhabit it? Is it an establishment which has completely answered the purpose of its that the black who has received too developed an education acquires a distaste for labor. Those creation when it brings to the metropolis a benefit, when there has been procured the means of draining off its products?" Should a colony not be considered, even after a conquest, once the traces of violence have been effaced, as a fraction of the national individuality, which is linked to the original country by bonds of affection as well as by a community of interests?
He insisted that "we do not intend to formulate an absolute rule equally applicable to all the colonies". "Common sense" would indicate that that was impossible. "Their institutions will be more or less similar or different according to their age, their geographical situation, the composition of their population." It was, he implied, only the tendency and direction of development that was essential.33
In the discussion which followed his report, Paul Dislbre, councillor of state and another vice-president of the congress, sought to pin down his meaning. Total assimilation, it seemed to Dislere, could be achieved only "at the cost of veritable political or economic revolutions". In the "old colonies", those revolutions had taken place; "the evil is past; now there is only good to be drawn from it". He saw no impediment to their complete assimilation, giving them "all our rights", and also the same burden of taxes as in the metropolis. But he boggled at the implication that "assimilation" implied the right of all colonies, everywhere, to be represented in the national parliament, and asked what this would mean in those colonies "where a very small number of French citizens found themselves in the midst of a considerable native population". Senator Isaac hastened to reply that he had never asked that all colonies should be assimilated: I have, on the contrary, constantly made a distinction between assimilable colonies and those which are not suited to assimilation. ... By assimilation I mean a situation in which the French citizens of a colony enjoy all the legal guarantees accorded to the French of the metropolis, on condition that they bear equivalent charges proportionately to their ability.
An unidentified delegate found this a bit evasive. M. Isaac, he said, "seemed to preoccupy himself a little too exclusively with French citizens". Side by side with those who enjoyed that character, there were in most of the colonies "numerous natives to whom we accord neither the same rights nor the same guarantees". But his point was hastily passed over.34
Isaac had sought the approval of the congress for a series of resolutions calling for the revision of the senatus-consultes of 1854 and 1866 and other colonial reforms. The general feeling, however, was that it would be inappropriate for this body, with its international representation, to take such a step. Doubtless this was in part the motivation for his involvement in plans 3 Ibid., pp. 134-135. 34 Ibid., pp. 149-151. for a purely national congress, devoted solely to problems of the French Empire. Isaac himself became chairman of the organization committee, and was the keynote speaker at the second congress when it met in December, 1889. 35 The Congres Colonial National was organized in seven sections, the first to consider general questions of colonial organization, the others to discuss problems of specific areas: Algeria and Tunis, the American colonies, the colonies on the west coast of Africa, in the Indian Ocean, in Oceania, and finally of Indo-China. Each section was opened with a report, accompanied by draft resolutions; after discussion, modification, and rejection or approval, the work of each section was submitted in the form of proposed resolutions to a series of general sessions, which again proceeded from general questions to those of specific areas. After discussion, and sometimes further modification, the resolutions from the sections were adopted by the congress as a whole as its recommendations on colonial policy.
The national congress was notable for the absence of critics of assimilation among its leadership, although participants in discussion frequently challenged the proposals made and forced modifications. Senator Isaac, in charge of the discussion on general organization, sought the commitment of the congress to the general principle of assimilation, which he defended (as in the earlier congress) by an appeal to history and the French tradition.36 When a critic objected that discussion of "pure theory" would lead the congress into sterile debates and obscure the real task of finding "practical means" to improve colonial organization, he insisted that nothing worthwhile could be accomplished without an adequate theory. "Unless we are to abandon everything in the colonial domain to chance and empiricism, it is indispensable to declare ourselves for a system and to set forth its principles." To do so, he reiterated, would not mean either attempting an overnight transformation of the colonies or the imposition of a uniform approach everywhere. "One does not transform a society with the wave of a wand." One must find "a general formula which can be given diverse applications".37 The resolution which finally emerged with the approval of the congress declared that "in all the overseas lands under French authority, the efforts of colonization should propagate among the natives the language, the methods of work, and, progressively, the spirit and the civilization of France".38
There was no dissent on the question of language, but before the provision on "methods of work" was accepted it was necessary to quiet the fears of some delegates. Commander Perisse pointed out that there was "no intention 85 of introducing into our colonies the complicated industries which can only exist in the home country."
The only goal that it is possible to attain is to lead the natives progressively to cultivate certain useful trades, or to make use of more perfected implements than the rudimentary tools which they now employ.
Senator Isaac agreed: "No one would think, for example, of transporting to the Sudan this or that one of our metropolitan industries which would not find nourishment in that country. Manifestly, everywhere one should be inspired by the resources, the possibilities, the local needs." Even greater concern was expressed at the provision for spreading "the spirit and the civilization of France." In Isaac's original draft resolution he had used the word "customs" (meurs), and many delegates voiced their doubt that this could ever be achieved. After the substitution of phrasing, however, and Isaac's assurances that "assimilation does not consist of substituting from one day to the next the customs and institutions of a European people for the customs and institutions of a native people", the clause was adopted.39
The second general resolution adopted by the congress advocated a special regime for each colony, taking account of "different geographical, political, and economic conditions". This regime, however, should be defined by an organic law. "French laws should as much as possible be applied to Frenchmen residing in the colony", while "the native laws and customs should be The assimilationists have been misrepresented by their critics, both political and scholarly, as insisting "on a rigid universality" of their theory, making no allowances for variations between one colony and another.42 The inaccuracy of this is shown by the general resolutions, but it is even more clear from the special resolutions dealing with specific areas. Only with regard to the Caribbean islands of Martinique and Guadeloupe was complete and immediate assimilation "to the status of metropolitan departements" demanded. The maintenance of protectorate status was asked for Tunisia and also for Indo-China (except for Cochin-China, which was already under direct French rule). In the West African territories as yet unannexed, the congress felt a protectorate regime would be "more favorable than annexation to the development of our influence and more appropriate to the customs and interests of the natives".43
Algeria was recognized as a special case. The congress declared that it was une terre frangaise, not a colony, and that France should "strive to inspire French sentiments among the natives, to favor French colonization by all possible means, to assimilate the European foreigners". It opposed naturalization of the natives en bloc but felt "it would be useful" to offer "a special naturalization compatible with the maintenance of their personal status" (under Moslem law) "to those who fulfill certain conditions and offer certain guarantees". If this were done, these newly-created Moslem citizens of France should be allowed to vote in the elections for Algerian senators and deputies, and "to become entitled after a delay of ten years to occupy a place in the metropolitan chambers".44
In the light of the general program of the assimilationists, what seems significant is not the sweeping character of the measures, but their timidity. In no instance was a further extension of parliamentary representation called for, although the maintenance of existing colonial representation was defended even where the native population was excluded from the franchise. For Algeria the congress recommended that "sufficient financial resources should be created" to make French education "accessible to the entire school-age population", but for Indo-China the congress suggested only that the government "should study ways of encouraging the learning of French and making them accessible at small cost to the native population". During the congress there had been much criticism of official support for the teaching of quoc ngu (the romanized version of the native Indo-chinese language which French Catholic missionaries had developed), but a resolution was defeated which 42 The quoted phrase is from the discussion of the 1889-90 congress in Roberts, op. cit., I, 103, a discussion which is almost a parody, bearing no recognizable relationship to the assimilationists' views as revealed in the proceedings of the congress. Roberts drew heavily on anti-assimilationist French writers who made the same misrepresentation for their own purposes. 43 CCN 1889-90, III, 350, 352-353, 362 . 44 Ibid., III, 338-340. asked that government assistance be given only to teaching in French. The final resolution did, however, urge the government to favor the recruitment of missionaries who would teach the French tongue.
The resolution on the West African establishments also favored the encouragement of missionaries to teach French, and urged "that the sons of influential native chiefs should be brought to France, where they could be familiarized with our civilization and prepared to become valuable auxiliaries for It is necessary to see things as they are. ... To praise ceaselessly our generosity, to put forward always our democratic liberalism, is not bad among ourselves, and can be useful. But it would be better to try to make our actions conform to the actual conditions of domination by conquest, which is not democratic, and, without employing either miserable hypocrisy or those "civilized lies" which deceive no one, to seek to justify it by the utility common to the conquerors and to their subjects.
That the colonies should be made for the metropolis, for the many and diverse advantages which it can derive from them, is evident; if the colonies ... were not made for the purpose of being useful, they would have no other reason for being, and no one could understand by what aberration civilized states should argue over them with such jealousy.51
He admitted that it was "bad" to deprive a people of their independence, but he considered it "one of the manifestations of that universal law of the struggle for life". Civilized nations could not permit "vast and fertile regions of the globe" to remain undeveloped by virtue of "the incapacity of those who hold them". He recognized that "expansion by conquest ... seems particularly unjust and disquieting to the conscience of democracies" because it leads to "a regime ipso facto aristocratic".
France has tried to resolve this paradox by assimilation, which is based on a preconceived faith in the equality of all men and their rapid perfectability. ... The time has come to substitute for this utopian idea conceptions which may be less generous but which are surely more useful and more productive of results, since they will be in conformity with the nature of things.
The first duty of the conqueror "is to maintain his domination and to assure that it will last; everything is good which has the effect of consolidating and guaranteeing it, everything is bad that may weaken or compromise it".52
It features of each which contributed to the perpetuation of French rule. Assimilation was preserved as a constitutional fiction, but no serious attempt was ever made to undertake the massive work of social transformation which could alone make it a reality. The new synthesis was expressed in a resolution of the Chamber of Deputies in 1917, by which France pledged its determination to pursue ever more effectively towards the colonial peoples the generous policy of association [sic] which will continue to assure their progressive incorporation in the national unity and will strengthen the ever closer union of all the territories over which flies the flag of France.58
Gallicization was permitted to stand as the ultimate goal, but in practice it was not to be pressed too hastily, nor too many natives permitted to attain it.
This interpretation offered the advantage that a gallicized native elite could be separated from the native mass, and used as instruments of French policy.59 Girault in 1903 had suggested that assimilation was a "safety-valve" by which "the man whom we keep from being first in his own country, because it is a colony", could be offered in exchange "the possibility of being the first among ourselves". theorists".63 Assimilation in practice was never as extreme as the critics of the theory suggested. As we have seen, even the assimilateurs of 1889 were quite cautious when it came to proposing specific measures to accomplish their aim. One may wonder if the true spirit of assimilation was not perhaps as well expressed by General Gallieni's address to the Betsileo people of Madagascar:
You will always be Betsileos, but you will at the same time be Frenchmen. You should learn the French language; you should dress yourselves in French fabrics, renowned the whole world over for their good quality; you should above all become the devoted helpers of our French colonists, who have come among you to bring you wealth and civilization.
On another occasion he commented again on the adoption of European clothing and added that at Tananarive "the sale of bicycles has, in a very short time, taken on great importance among the Malagasy population". "These facts", he concluded, "demonstrate once again the spirit of assimilation of the race."64
After the switch to "association" had served to reassure Frenchmen that they were not about to be inundated by the votes of millions of natives in the French colonies, the distinction between it and "assimilation" began to seem less necessary. By the 1930s, "assimilation" had again become a respectable term in the lexicon of French imperialism.65 Its motivation, however, now seemed to be less a generous urge to extend to benighted peoples the blessings of (French) civilization, than the need to provide doctrinal justification for the maintenance of French rule in the face of developing demands for colonial self-determination.
Still, this is not the entire story. Assimilationists like Alexandre Isaac have been unjustly attacked for the absurdity of their idea that "the Rights of Man" should apply to all men. There is an undeniable moral grandeur in the ideal of assimilation as it was linked by them to the democratic traditions of republican France. The critics of assimilation, on the other hand, can derive little credit from their obsession with notions of "superior" and "inferior" races. A more justifiable charge against the assimilationists might be that they failed to realize the inherent contradiction between the assimilation they favored and the kind of imperial expansion to which they freely lent their support. Democrats at home, they were unable to see (as did Harmand, for example) that in the nature of things imperialism could not be democratic. 66 One source of their difficulty lay in the fact that in the sugar islands of the West Indies, assimilation had been intimately linked with the abolition of slavery. So long as colonial policy was conceived primarily in terifs of these remnants of the first French empire, there was no need to distinguish between "native assimilation" and "legal and political assimilation". There, the non-white population was made up of former slaves who long since had been torn from their original roots, who spoke French, who had in fact no other cultural tradition available to them. Thus, when Isaac thought of his own land, he asked only for the complete fulfillment of assimilation in constitutional terms.
But when he and his supporters came to the problem of new conquests in lands with far larger populations, and with their own established civilizations, they failed to recognize the basic difference in the situation. They might call for harmonizing the French colonial system with the democratic principles of the French constitution, but they had no answer when a critic demanded-as one did at the 1889-90 congress-"What would become of France if the majority of voters were of a race different from that of the French nation proper?"
The representatives of the colonies would one day form the majority in our assemblies. Arabs, Annamites, the tribes of the African coast would dictate to us our laws; our colonial enterprises would only lead to our voluntary servitude.67
They could only say that assimilation should proceed cautiously, gradually.
The new nations emerging from colonial status in the middle of the 20th century have not been motivated by a desire to return to "the good old days" before their conquest by an imperial power. They are not striving today to root out "Western" technology, but complaining instead that under colonial rule they were prevented from developing their fair share of the techniques of modern industrial society. They do not complain that "Western" education has been forced on them, but that they have not had enough of it.68 They do not complain that French rule was too democratic, but that it never was arose from the apparent contradiction of a democratic republic becoming an imperial power. As in the French case, too, the opposition was based in large part on the belief that the principles of Western democratic government were not suitable for "backward" non-white peoples. 67 democratic at all. While the colonies which were represented in the metropolitan parliament at the outset of the Third Republic continued to enjoy that distinction, no further extension of colonial representation took place despite the steady development of the non-represented colonies. The result in the 20th century was a "completely incoherent" mixed system whereby one part of the empire had electoral rights (with no rhyme or reason in the apportionment) while the remainder, in the aggregate no less qualified, had none.69 In 1936, there were only 432,122 qualified voters in all the overseas territories, and a large part of these were Europeans.70
As independent states, the former colonies are all seeking more effective ways to achieve, on their own, the benefits of civilization which their colonial masters talked about but did little to provide.
What was wrong with "assimilation" was not that it was illogical, unrealistic, or impossible, but rather that no serious effort was ever made to carry it out. 
